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Abstract 
Most B.Com degrees, recognising the fundamental role of information and communication technology (ICT) in 
business and society, require students to take an introductory course in Information Systems (IS). Most IS courses 
offered to first year B.Com students are simply introductory courses originally designed for intended IS majors. 
These provide a broad, but arguably superficial introduction to the various elements of ICT, failing to situate 
technology within the modern business world or everyday life of the average B.Com student.   Students inevitably 
treat the course simply as a requirement for graduation, and take little of value with them either into their university 
or working life. Taking accessibility of content, relevance and real world application as a departure point, an 
introductory IS course was radically redesigned, moving away from chapter-based textbook coverage. Instead, an 
integrated theme-based approach guiding students from engaged reflection on personal information systems towards 
an understanding of the impact of ICT in business and society has been developed. With typical enrolment ranging 
between 550 and 750 students, a learning management system with forum participation and online quizzes, small 
group tutorials, guided self-study tasks and informal social networking was central to the redesign. This paper 
examines the motivation and rationale behind the course redesign. Preliminary data analysis of course evaluations, 
lecturer interviews and focus groups from the first action research cycle is presented. Early results and anecdotal 
evidence suggest higher levels of student participation, deeper engagement with concepts and content, and increased 
interest in IS as a major. 
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1. Introduction 
 
“Super lecture, will definitely [sic] enjoy IS if we continue to engage like today :)” 
– Simba on Twitter 19 February 2013 
 
Little did he know it, but a first year IS student’s first tweet using an account created during his first IS lecture 
brought a smile to the faces of a slightly anxious team of lecturers. 
 
At 8am that morning, the lecturer’s opening question had been met with a sea of waving hands and a chorus of 
correct answers from the 300-strong group of first year students. “But that was an easy one” he replied, “anyone 
familiar with this one?” Fewer hands, but the students listened attentively as their more “connected” classmates 
revealed the answer. This was Lecture 1 of Theme 1: Personal IS, and whilst the students were busily exploring the 
devices and apps that constitute their own personal IS, the lecturer’s colleagues watching from the back of the 
lecture theatre were delighted with the response to the first part of the newly redesigned introductory IS course. It 
was the first tangible evidence that the redesign had been worth the considerable effort. 
 
This paper presents our first reflections on the redesign, briefly examining the motivation, the process followed, our 
first impressions of the results and their implications for the course’s on-going evolution. 
 
2. Context and motivation 
 
IS is often “sold” as a dynamic and exciting discipline, driven by innovation and technology. Introductory IS 
courses, however, seldom demonstrate this. Bakke, Faley & Steinberg (2007) suggest that the combination of “dry” 
content and an impersonal atmosphere fails to win student interest or engagement. Dated curricula are seen to 
contribute in part to declining enrolments in IS (Lifer, Parsons & Miller, 2009; McGann, Frost, Matta & Huang, 
2007; Stephanidis & Fitzgerald, 2010), suggesting that both the relevance of IS curricula, as well as modes of 
delivery, require addressing. Introductory IS courses are typically textbook-centric, with coverage of all the 
“recommended topics” (IS 2010 curriculum), and have evolved very little beyond including cosmetic nods to 
“newer” technologies. Ironically, the use of technology itself is often limited to learning management systems 
(LMSs) being employed as passive repositories for electronic versions of course outlines and lecture slides. 
“Dynamic” content is limited to notices and announcements. 
 
The majority of our students take IS as a compulsory course, with little intention of further study in the discipline. 
Intrinsic interest and motivation are generally low and for many students it is a course that they have delayed until 
their final year of study out of lack of interest or fear of the unknown. Despite an acceptable pass rate each year, this 
“service” course was failing to deliver value, either as an introduction for IS majors or as the only exposure to the 
role of technology in business and society for B.Com students. What little students retained from the course was 
unrelated to the central role that technology now plays. Strikingly, students made no links between technology and 
their personal worlds, or with the interactions that it has with business and society. 
 
3. Research methodology 
 
This paper presents an early, high level analysis of the first review cycle of a larger action research project. We 
present a brief description of our aims in the redesign and demonstrate both how these were approached, as well as 
how successful (or otherwise), these efforts appear to have been. 
 
The data set includes lecturer and tutor observations (both offered and solicited), round table discussions by the 
lecturing team, student work and student course evaluations. The lecturing team comprised six staff members. 
Senior students ran group tutorials and supported students in practical. Comments on student attendance, 
participation and difficulties and successes were obtained from within this group. Data drawn from student work 
was taken from assignments, forum posts and tutorials. Test and examination results have also been examined. 
 
The voluntary course evaluation was a primary source of data and generated 257 responses out of a class of 587 
540   Susan Benvenuti et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  141 ( 2014 )  538 – 542 
students (44% response rate). The survey comprised 17 multiple choice questions that covered both demographic 
data and opinions relating to course content and delivery. Three open ended questions gathered likes, dislikes and 
suggestions for improvement.  
 
4. Discussion of redesign aims and results 
 
Prior course revisions had incorporated published curriculum guidelines (IS 2002, IS 2010) and coverage of the 
concepts set out in “big name” textbooks. The dual service/introductory course requirement had also been a factor. 
The redesign ignored much of the conventional thinking and focused on what we believed would deliver real value 
to all students, regardless of their intended major. We chose core concepts that we believed all business students 
should engage with, thereby supporting and enriching their studies and retaining relevant skills and content as they 
move into the business world. 
 
4.1. The new “big picture” 
 
The redesign departs radically from existing course structure and content. Gone are the standard two double lectures, 
one tutorial and one practical session per week, now replaced by a weekly facilitated lecture, a related self-study 
session, online discussion forums, online quizzes and informal social networking. Gone too is the prescribed 
textbook. The tutorials and practical remain, but their roles and emphases have been revised. 
 
We agreed a set of aims that would focus our design efforts and serve as a checklist against which to measure the 
results. Foremost amongst these was to promote student engagement with content such that they could both identify 
with core concepts and engage with them in such a way as to understand their relevance to individuals, business and 
society. A scaffolded approach to the construction of knowledge, working from students’ current exposure, usage 
and understanding of technology towards a broader, business and societal focus was adopted. The broader concepts 
were to be explored in specific contexts that would be relevant, accessible and contemporary, which gave rise to the 
idea of a series of loosely connected themes. Shared ownership and responsibility for the process and content was 
seen as important, and modes of delivery, use of contact time, student-lecturer interaction and assessment tasks 
(Chickering & Gamson, 1999) were designed to support this. 
 
The following sections examine specific aspects of the redesign, presenting the aim and approach adopted. Data 
relating to each aspect is presented, together with the implications for the next iteration in the action research 
process. 
 
4.2. Relevance and Applicability 
 
Textbook-driven introductory IS courses tend to teach IS in a very “90s” way, meaning that much of the course 
devolves into increasingly irrelevant history lessons. For example, it is arguably unnecessary for a 2013 in an age of 
smartphones and tablets to learn the components of a traditional desktop PC. Priority was given to content that was 
deemed relevant and contemporary. Even course vocabulary was updated, with “tired” terms like “hardware” and 
“software”, replaced by the more current “devices” and “apps”. 
 
The choice of themes (starting with personal IS) and the use of “real world” case studies (e.g. RFID in retail) was 
made in order to provide epistemological access to course content. Internet sources showed “real world” usage of 
technology in everyday life and encouraged students to reflect on their own exposure to technology, conscious or 
otherwise. 
 
Course “applicability” was also emphasised to build knowledge and skills that students would be able to use both 
immediately in their studies and in the longer term as they move into the working world. This aspect was partially 
driven by contextual necessity, as many of our students are directly affected by the “digital divide” and have access 
to technology (apart from mobile phones) for the first time at university. 
 
Encouragingly, data drawn from student evaluations revealed that over 90% of respondents found the course 
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“interesting” and over 70% said they were able to relate theme content to their current understanding of the business 
world. Only 14% found it difficult to relate content to personal experience, 10% of students found theme content 
difficult to understand, and just 16% of the students felt that the course was too difficult. 
 
Student comments relating to “relevance” and “applicability” included: “I really enjoyed all the themes because they 
all thought [sic] me and exposed me to things and technologies used around me that I never paid attention to.” “I 
understood and got an idea on how these technologies work, and how they affect business, economies and personal 
lives”. “The course related to modern technology and the use of it within the working world”. “IS may be useful 
after all because I see now what people who study IS do in the ‘real world’”. “I was able to discover technology and 
express my opinions and propose solutions to certain problems faced by society with regard to technology”. “It 





“Engagement” has been addressed in several ways. The model of facilitated lecture, then self-study, then forum 
posting, then tutorial, then back to lecture and then to quiz both facilitates and demands student engagement with the 
material (Chickering & Gamson, 1999, 1996). It also ensures that students spend the required “time on task’ 
(Chickering & Gamson, 1999). 
 
More comprehensive use of the LMS and its functionality, most notably forums, chat rooms and online testing all 
yielded immediate benefits. 86% of students claimed to have read each other’s forum posts and the facility 
undoubtedly produced noticeably higher levels of student-to-student engagement and collaboration. Automated 
online testing for each theme provided a regular indication of progress and the chat room became a hub of activity, 
where over 340 posts saw students engaging with one another on both academic and logistical matters.  
 
Kuh (1995) suggests that more informal interactions between staff and students outside of the classroom can 
enhance student-faculty relationships, which in turn influence student learning (Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009; 
Chickering & Gamson, 1999). Twitter, whilst not officially adopted, proved a valuable tool (Chickering & Gamson, 
1996; Dunlap & Lowenthal, 2009) in this regard. Students were afforded an alternative, “safe” channel away from 
the often pressured lecture theatre, one early adopter tweeting “My lecturer tweets some important stuff plus I can 
ask everyone in my class questions and get immediate responses”. Twitter also revealed validation for the redesign 
that may have otherwise passed unnoticed, one student tweeting “Just saw an ad on TV for ‘ERP’ and I was thinking 
to myself, I know what that is #acquired knowledge”. 
 
Student comments relating to “engagement” included: “Being a subject that doesn’t require textbooks allows 
learners to better apply themselves and understand the course rather than memorise a textbook of which hardly 
anything is learnt.” “I really enjoyed posting on the IS forums weekly as it helped me to always understand the 
content required and I was also able to keep ahead with the work.” “I enjoyed commenting about it and telling 
people about it made it more interesting because they were quick to share their views”. “It was very interesting to 
read other people's posts sometimes as it allowed me the opportunity to view other opinions on a matter and it gave 




Whilst this paper presents only a first review, there are many encouraging signs. Naturally, certain problems and 
potential changes also emerged. Many students still indicate a preference for the textbook and slides approach, 
which they feel better, prepares them for assessments. This is a view that we believe should be actively challenged 
from the outset, although we are also looking to provide additional physical and electronic support materials that 
will accommodate this need to some extent. We are also still searching for the combination of themes and content 
that best fits the philosophy of the redesign.  
 
A more detailed statistical analysis of the quantitative data is underway, which will ideally support our qualitative 
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findings and provide further insight into our review of the redesign. In addition, as the team understands about how 
best to use LMS and social networking evolves, we hope to create a genuine community around the course, a 
community that transcends the boundaries of the lecture theatre and yields the levels of engagement and immersion 
that we aspire to. 
 
Perhaps the last word, and the basis for our enthusiasm in continuing with this action research project, should come 
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